CHAPTER VIII
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC DISABILITIES

A unique feature of Hindu Society is its classification of
certain groups as untouchables and unapproachables.1 But the
term untouchability has no precise meaning, for all the twice
born do not have the same standard of touchability. There may
be castes that are touchable to a Rajput but are untouchable to
a Brahmin. Moreover, while in Southern India the untouchables
are supposed to emanate impurity and can pollute a Brahmin
from a distance of as much as thirty-two yards, in Northern India
their untouchability was never so potent. There are no un-
approachables in this part of India. Here the untouchables can
only convey pollution by contact.2 In most parts of Northern India
untouchability in this form is confined mainly to the members of
the scavenging castes. And in this last case/ too, most of the
people would take notice of such physical contacts only if the
Bhangi was out on duty with his broom and basket. Generally

1  Ghurye: Caste and Race in India

2  Untouchability,  we believe, was not a creation of the Indo-Aryans
though some would have us believe so. The idea probably originated in
taboo.   The social stigma attached to the profession of grave-digging in
Burma, which stands in the way of these people associating with members
of other professions, is reminiscent of such a taboo,    "The treatment of
washermen all over India as a depressed caste is almost certainly traceable
to a similar taboo, the objection perhaps arising from an association with
menstrual clothes of women and consequently an infection which, in the
first instance, is magical though it later comes to be regarded merely as a
matter of personal cleanliness."   (See Census of India, Volume I, Part 1
p. 486.)

It might -be mentioned that the idea of tactile untouchability is not
confined exclusively to the attitude towards the depressed classes. The
high caste Hindus, too, observe untouchability amongst themselves when a
birth or death occurs in their family. The number of days for which un-
touchability is observed depends on the nearness of relationship. Sapindas
usually observe untouchability for ten days, Samanodakas for three days,
and Sagotras for a single- night. All these ideas probably originated in
taboos, though the danger of catching infection from men who had come
into contact with disease and death was recognized at a later stage pre-
sumably.